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In 1994, the number of tourists visiting Guatemala dropped noticeably, leading to a sharp decline
in income from the tourist industry, one of the country's principal foreign exchange earners. To
revive the sector, the government has launched a new promotional campaign abroad. In recent
years, the number of foreigners visiting Latin America has jumped substantially, spurred by both an
increase in tourism as well as the boom in foreign investment throughout the area. Indeed, a huge
surge in air travel to and from Latin American and the Caribbean countries clearly reflects the jump
in tourist activity. US carriers, for example, now fly more international passengers north to south
than across the Atlantic or the Pacific. From 1989 to 1993, three US companies American Airlines,
United Airlines, and Continental Airlines reported a 27% increase in air travel between the US and
Latin American and Caribbean countries. "For US airlines, Latin America has now become the most
important route area," the International Air Transport Association reported recently.
Of the total air traffic managed by US carriers, almost 90% is relatively short routes to Mexico, the
Caribbean, and Central America, reflecting a substantial jump in the number of foreign visitors to
those zones. In Central America, Guatemala has particularly benefitted from the growth in tourism,
since the tourist industry in that country is the second largest foreign exchange earner after coffee.
The surge in tourism in Guatemala represents a major turnaround since the early 1980s, when a civil
war gripped the country and cut the bottom out of the tourist industry. Between 1980 and 1984, the
number of foreign visitors to the country plummeted from 466,100 to just 191,900, nearly a 60% drop.
With the return to a democratically elected civilian government in 1986, the tourist industry began to
rebound. The number of visitors to the country has climbed steadily each year since then. In 1993, a
record 561,917 tourists visited Guatemala, generating US$257.2 million in earnings. In comparison,
coffee the country's number one source of foreign exchange brought in US$293.4 million that same
year. In 1994, however, the tourist industry entered a new slump, largely because of a deterioration
in political and social conditions in Guatemala. Last year, a series of violent, xenophobic attacks on
foreigners suspected of kidnapping children for sale to foster families abroad dramatically stained
the country's international image.
The US State Department emitted a travel warning advising US citizens not to visit the country,
and the German, Swiss, and British governments all put out similar advisories. The number of
foreign visitors to Guatemala dropped by 24,473 last year, with a total of 537,444 tourists entering
the country during the year, or 4.4% less than in 1993. As a result, income from the tourism industry
declined by 8.2%, falling from US$257.2 million in 1993 to US$236.1 million last year. Noticeable
declines in the number of tourists from the US and Europe suggest that the industry's slump was
indeed a response to the travel advisories emitted last year. The number of US citizens travelling to
Guatemala in 1994 dropped by nearly 10,000, or 4.2%, while the number of Europeans declined by
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about 4,000, or 3.4%. And, from January-June of this year, the number of European tourists entering
Guatemala dropped by another 8.2% compared with the same time period in 1994.
In contrast, the number of South American tourists increased by 5,400, or 19.7%, and the number of
visitors from the Middle East climbed by 6%. The January 1994 Indian uprising in Mexico's southern
state of Chiapas which borders Guatemala may also have contributed to the decline in tourism. The
Guatemalan Tourism Institute (Instituto Guatemalteco de Turismo, INGUAT), for example, reports
that the number of tourists that entered the country by land declined from 46.5% of the total number
of travellers in 1993 to 44.3% in 1994, suggesting that visitors were avoiding land routes through
Mexico and instead favoring air travel to Guatemala. The industry slump led to a marked decline
in tourist- related jobs in Guatemala last year. According to the Guatemalan Chamber of Tourism
(Camara Guatemalteca de Turismo, CAMTUR), 5,000 employees were laid off from service sectors
connected to tourism in 1994, including workers in transportation firms, travel agencies, airline
companies, and hotels.
In response, INGUAT and CAMTUR have launched a new promotional campaign in the US and
Europe to improve the country's image and buffer the effects of last year's travel advisories. Among
other things, those two agencies prepared a special video report late last year that documents the
security measures the government has taken in the country's central tourist resorts to protect foreign
visitors. Some 5,000 copies of the video, titled "Guatemala Special Report 1994," were distributed
among cable companies in the US and Europe. The video apparently helped convince the US
government to relax its travel warning.
Early this year, the US State Department modified the advisory by eliminating the country's central
tourist locations from the warning. In addition, in an effort to demonstrate confidence in Guatemala,
from Aug. 29-31 the sixth Central American Tourism Congress was held in Guatemala City, which
was attended by officials from the World Tourism Organization and business representatives from
the US, Mexico, Argentina, and Spain.
Moreover, Guatemala and its four regional neighbors Mexico, Belize, Honduras, and El Salvador
are working to revive a joint tourism project that was begun by those nations in 1988. The "Mayan
World" (Mundo Maya) project, is a long- term plan that aims to link the most important Mayan
archeological sites in the five countries through common land and air access routes. The program
will promote joint development of needed infrastructure including highways, hotels, essential
services, and restaurants drawing on loans from the Inter American Development Bank (IDB) and
the World Bank.
The project, which the countries hope to complete by the turn of the century, will also promote
the formation of flora and fauna reserves, plus the construction of national parks around the
Maya sites. [Sources: International market Insights, US Embassy (Guatemala), 08/22/95, 08/23/95;
New York Times, 08/26/95; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 08/24/95, 08/31/95; Central
America Report (Guatemala), 09/01/95; Inter Press Service, 08/02/95, 09/14/95; Agence France-Presse,
11/08/95]
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